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In Venezuela this week, rioting and looting broke out marking the worst violence of the past 30
years in response to austerity measures imposed by the International Monetary Fund. As part
of a plan to obtain $1.5 billion in new credit, the government implemented 30 to 50% price hikes
for public transportation and a range of consumer goods and services, including basic foods. The
reform package also included "liberalization" of interest rates; an 83% hike in gasoline prices; and,
a floating exchange rate (i.e., automatic price hikes for imports), effective March 1. The immediate
cause of the riots was bus fare hikes of 30%, and price gouging of up to 100% by some private
owners. Highlights of events in Venezuela are summarized below. Feb. 27: Rioting and looting
broke out in Caracas, and quickly spread to other cities, including Maracaibo, Maracay, Merida,
Barquisimeto, San Cristobal, Puerto la Cruz, Puerto Ordaz and Guarenas. University students
organized demonstrations in the capital and several other major cities throughout the country. On
Monday evening, President Carlos Andres Perez said he could understand why people wanted to
protest over higher prices, but warned that his government would not tolerate lawlessness. Feb.
28: More than 1,000 people were detained in Caracas alone. Citing unidentified officials, AP said
as many as 50 people were killed and 500 wounded. Reuters quoted an unnamed military official
as saying that 60 people had been killed in Caracas, and that unconfirmed reports indicated as
many as 40 deaths elsewhere in the country. Caracas was paralyzed: no public buses or taxis were in
operation. Schools, offices and shops closed early as mobs smashed store windows and carried off
food, liquor, clothes and appliances. Streets in the capital were strewn with glass shards, burnedout buses, smoldering garbage and other assorted debris. Early Tuesday the government called
in the army and the National Guard to help police put down rioting. Throughout Caracas, police
and soldiers pursued looters while helicopters flew over trouble spots. On Tuesday evening in
a nationally broadcast statement, President Perez announced the suspension of constitutional
guarantees, and imposed a nationwide curfew from 8 p.m. until 6 a.m. Wednesday, and from 6
p.m. Wednesday until 6 a.m. Thursday. All persons on the streets without authorization during
the curfew were subject to arrest. The suspension of guarantees affects basic individual rights
concerning arrest and arraignment procedures, search and entry of private property, as well as
press freedom. Perez said the riots were threatening the democratic process. He also announced an
agreement between private sector employers and labor for an immediate wage increase that would
raise the minimum wage by more than 50%. On Tuesday, in the eastern shantytown of Petare, 17
people were killed in battles between police and rioters. Later in the day, the army moved into
Petare and the hills of January 23, a low-income district on the west side of Caracas, to respond to
snipers. March 1: Daily newspaper El Nacional reported that violence on Monday and Tuesday
in Caracas resulted in 80 dead, 800 injured and 1,000 detained in clashes with police and soldiers.
Newspaper El Universal reported 60 dead in Caracas. Throughout the day, police squads patrolled
the major thoroughfares of Caracas to prevent looting. According to AFP, army troops and armored
vehicles used to quash the riots appeared to have returned to the barracks. Local journalists
reported that at least 16 people were killed Wednesday. Twelve persons died in a shootout between
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snipers and security forces in the western El Manicomio district of Caracas. Two others were killed
in the southwestern district of El Valle, and another two in a southeastern area of the city. The 16
deaths brought the unofficial death toll to 100. Journalists told AFP that the shooting in Caracas
was particularly intense near the January 23 shantytown. Army troops reportedly opened fire on
rioters in the slum, located only 2 km. from the Miraflores presidential palace. Several people died
in the shooting, according to witnesses. Food shortages were also reported in the city after hundreds
of small stores and most supermarkets were looted by rioters. The army began to airlift food from
the interior of the country to Caracas. Fighting continued in Petare, a shantytown east of Caracas.
In Nueva Tacagua, a shantytown located in the hills west of Caracas, police and snipers engaged
in a shootout. Radio Rumbo reported that police broke up mobs of looters in Catia, a slum west
of Caracas. Next, radio reporters said delinquents were trying to break into homes in Guarenas,
about 30 miles west of Caracas, while homeowners were defending themselves with gunfire. Snipers
and members of the security forces exchanged shots on Avenida Sucre, which passes in front of
the presidential palace and provides the primary access to the city's western slum districts. Mobs
attacked homes and other buildings near the city's main street, with neighbors calling radio and
television stations to report murders and assaults. A local journalist told AFP that police arrested
some 30 people who had been looting and setting fire to buildings in the downtown neighborhood
of San Austin del Sur. Looters emptied a huge supermarket in the Bello Monte neighborhood.
Next, the army took control of the Mersifrica, Venezuela's central food supply warehouse and
assumed guard duties at the city's water reservoir. Several news agencies reported that entire
blocks of businesses had been looted and burned or otherwise damaged. Several public buses
were burned. On Wednesday, public bus service was not available for the second consecutive day.
In Caracas, the subway service was restored. A majority of banks remained closed and those that
opened let customers in one at a time. Most other businesses were closed. Government officials
asserted that calm had been restored for the most part in Venezuela, but international TV broadcasts
from Caracas were censored. On Wednesday night in a statement broadcast on national radio and
television, Interior Minister Alejandro Izaguirre said that the situation throughout the country has
"practically returned to normal." He also announced the creation of a National Council Against
Poverty, reorganization of the nation's social security institute, and a new accord on prices for basic
goods and services. Izaguirre said, "The government will guarantee the social peace and well-being
of all Venezuelans." March 2: In its early edition, El Nacional reported that more than 200 people
were killed in the Caracas area alone during three days of violence, and at least nine people were
reported killed on Wednesday. According to El Nacional, over 1,000 people were injured, and 2,000
were arrested in Caracas. The newspaper listed the names of 159 persons whose bodies were in the
Caracas morgue, which it said was "congested with corpses." El Nacional reported a "high number
of corpses in other Caracas morgues." The newspaper cited unidentified police sources. By midday Thursday, the unofficial death toll had risen to 250, and the count of wounded nationwide to
3,000. The government had not yet issued a death count, but officials have said that more than 70%
of those killed were looters shot dead as they broke into shops and supermarkets. The Caracas
city morgue reported that it took delivery of 115 shooting fatalities this week. While several bus
lines began operating again in Caracas, most businesses and restaurants remained closed. Soldiers
carried out street patrols or stood guard outside virtually all public buildings, and at banks and
gasoline stations. (Basic data from several sources including AP, 02/28/89, 03/01/89, 03/02/89; AFP,
02/28/89, 03/01/89; Xinhua, 03/01/89; New York Times, 03/01/89; DPA, 02/28/89, 03/02/89)
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